Immune response in aged and young subjects, following administration of large doses of tuberculin.
Different parameters of the immunologic response have been studied in young and aged subjects before, during and after administration of increasing doses of tuberculin purified protein derivative (PPD). In both age groups, a considerable increase in skin reaction was observed with the progression of antigen administration. This is particularly striking among old subjects, who before the treatment had either no reaction to tuberculin or a very weak one. Increased production of circulating antibodies to tuberculin was also consistently observed. The treatment resulted, especially in the old patients, in an increase in the lymphocyte sensitivity to phytohemagglutinin. The production of migration inhibitory factors was studied with lymphocytes from 6 treated subjects, in all cases this production was of the same degree as the one obtained from lymphocytes of PPD-positive untreated subjects. Lymphocyte cultures done during the treatment showed an absence of response in the presence of tuberculin, and in young patients only a slight increase in the spontaneous synthesis of desoxyribonucleic acid in the absence of tuberculin. These results demonstrate that in old people the depression of cellular immunity seems to be small. Adequate and prolonged antigenic stimuli are able to reactivate to approximately normal levels many features of this altered function.